a b s t r a c t
The data presented here support research article entitled 'Trophic flexibility and prey selection of the wild long-snouted seahorse Hippocampus guttulatus Cuvier, 1829 in three coastal habitats'' Ape et al., 2019. Determinations of the dietary composition, differences in prey selection and potential prey abundance and availability among three habitats at Taranto Mar Piccolo were based on the analysis of gut contents of seahorses and sediment samples. Both highly (Corallina elongata and Cladophora prolifera) and low complex (sandy bottom) habitats were investigated. Prey items were divided into two size classes: <1 mm and >1mm. Data about the total abundance of each prey size class in gut contents and sediments in three different habitats and PERMANOVA comparisons are given.
© 2019 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Inc. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http:// creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Data
Data presented describe investigated habitats (Corallina elongata, sandy bottom and Cladophora prolifera; Table 1 ), total abundance of prey items found in seahorse gut contents and in sediments of each habitat (Table 2 ). In Tables 3 and 4 , the results of PERMANOVA analyses, performed to establish differences in the diet among three habitats in terms of total abundance, abundance of the different size classes (<1mm, > 1mm), taxa richness and composition of prey, are reported. Finally, PERMANOVA analyses, carried out to determine the differences in total abundance of benthic fauna, abundance of different size classes (<1mm, > 1mm), taxa richness and community composition among investigated habitats, are presented in Tables 5 and 6 .
Experimental design, materials and methods
Data were gathered from 83 specimens of Hippocampus guttulatus collected at Taranto Mar Piccolo in Southern Italy from habitats of different complexity: two highly (Corallina elongata and Cladophora
Specifications table

Subject area
Ecology More specific subject area
Dietary and foraging ecology
Type of data Tables  How data was  acquired Gut contents of seahorses were obtained by flushing method, while sediments used for the study of benthic fauna were manually sampled by three replicate cores. Organisms were counted and classified at the major taxa level of taxonomic discrimination using a stereomicroscope (after extraction from sediments and algal fragments in case of benthic organisms 
Value of the data
The presented data show that gut content analysis is a valuable tool to determine the dietary composition of seahorses. Obtained dietary information can be used by other researchers. Data enabled the determination of the dietary composition of long-snouted seahorses as well as differences in the prey preferences among investigated habitats. Flushing method, adopted by this work and used to sample gut contents, allowed to appreciate the importance of prey without calcareous/chitinous exoskeleton, such as nematodes.
Overall, collected data could help to understand the variability and consistency of ecological requests of this species and could help to comprehend better the patchy distribution of seahorses. and clove oil (0.05%), a natural anesthetic [2, 3] . To obtain gut contents, the technique of stomach Table 3 Results of PERMANOVA analysis carried out to ascertains the differences in gut contents of H. guttulatus among three habitats (Corallina elongata, sandy bottom and Cladophora prolifera) in terms of total abundance of prey items, preys < 1mm, preys > 1mm, number of higher taxa and community composition of prey items (df ¼ degree of freedom, MS ¼ mean square, Pseudo-F ¼ F statistic, P(perm) ¼ probability level; *** ¼ P < 0.001; ** ¼ P < 0.01; * ¼ P < 0.05, n.s. ¼ not significant Table 4 Results of PERMANOVA pairwise analysis carried out to ascertains the differences in gut contents of H. guttulatus among three habitats (Corallina elongata, sandy bottom and Cladophora prolifera) in terms of total abundance of prey items, preys < 1mm, preys > 1mm, number of higher taxa and community composition of prey items (P(perm) ¼ probability level; *** ¼ P < 0.001; ** ¼ P < 0.01; * ¼ P < 0.05, n.s. ¼ not significant flushing was applied [1, 3] . The water inside the container was sieved through 30 mm mesh. The fraction retained on the sieve was preserved in 50 ml tubes and in 4% buffered formalin and Rose Bengal (0.5 g l À1 ). Benthic faunal samples were collected from the same habitats as seahorses. In each habitat, three replicate cores (with a diameter of 3.7 cm) were considered. Obtained samples were fixed in 4% buffered formaldehyde in filtered (0.3 mm mesh) seawater solution and in the laboratory, organisms were extracted from sediments by different techniques [4, 5] . For both types of samples, the benthic faunal composition was assessed by visual identification under the stereomicroscope. Two size classes of organisms were identified: larger (>1mm) and smaller (i.e. meiofauna < 1mm). A detailed explanation of procedures is provided in [1] . Univariate and multivariate distance-based permutational nonparametric analyses of variance (PERMANOVA) [6, 7] were performed including habitat (three levels: Corallina elongata, sandy bottom and Cladophora prolifera) as a fixed factor. Table 6 Results of PERMANOVA pairwise analysis carried out to ascertains the differences in sediment contents among three habitats (Corallina elongata, sandy bottom and Cladophora prolifera) in terms of total abundance of benthic fauna, organisms < 1mm, number of higher taxa and community composition (P(MC) ¼ probability level; *** ¼ P < 0.001; ** ¼ P < 0.01; * ¼ P < 0.05, n.s. ¼ not significant 
